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Dorenkamp: The Unity of 'Morte D'Urban'

The Unity of Morte D'Urban
J. H.

Dorenkamp

The unity of J. F. Powers' Morte D'Urban has been the cause of concern for a
number of critics and reviewers. Of the few upholding the integrity of the work
J. V. Hagopian has argued convincingly for a "dynamic structural pattern of the
plot"l which is basically cyclical consisting of a series of rises and falls in the
first two thirds of the book followed by an inversion and repetition of these in the
five concluding chapters. Underlying and reinforcing this basic pattern are other
unifying devices such as medieval leitmotifs, the pervasive comic tone, and an
ironic undercurrent satiric in the beginning but shifting gradually throughout the
novel until the conclusion is "dramatic irony without a trace of satire left."2
These observations convince that the novel is indeed unified, but while they
define the method they do not sufficiently define the type of unity. Moreover, they
suggest a more symmetrical arrangement of parts than actually obtains, for the unity
of Marte D'Urban is not that of a complete, self-contained work which constantly
focuses the reader's attention on only those actions and characters contained within
the covers of the book. Rather the unity is best seen as that of a baroque painting in
which compositional elements continually lead the eye of the beholder beyond the
frame rather than allowing it to rest on a given point within the picture.
The action of the novel is not best defined by any chronological, psychological,
or cause and effect relationship but is more clearly understood as the result of
the intersection of various circles each of which represents a discrete group with
whom Urban comes into contact and with Urban himself represented by such a
circle. The complements of these intersections, i.e., the portions of the circles
outside of the intersections, lie outside the scope of the novel yet constitute part
of the matter out of which the novel is formed. Because part of a circle has intersected with part of another our attention is drawn to that circle, both intersection
and complement. And though we can only speculate about the complement, we
are constantly aware of its existence. The unity of the book is therefore centrifugal
rather than centripetal. And at the conclusion all threads of all plots are not tied
together neatly; rather the reader's attention is momentarily arrested and focused
on Urban as he assumes a new relationship to persons and things around him.
An examination of some of these circles will illustrate how this type of unity
functions in the novel. The first circle to be considered is that representing
Urban himself. I have said above that we see him primarily in his relations with
others. Our knowledge of him is, of course, controlled by the point of view
adopted by the author, here that of an omniscient narrator who sees into the
mind of Urban but not into the minds of the other characters. At times the
narrator's point of view is the same as Urban'S, as for example when he says,
"Here was a letter ordering him to report to the newest white elephant, the new
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foundation, as it was called in the letter, near Duesterhaus, Minnesota."3 The
judgment "the newest white elephant" is clearly Urban's opinion. And yet there
are instances when the narrator intrudes on his own and we are aware that his
conclusions are not necessarily coextensive with Urban 's: "Much of the secondary
activity sponsored, and sometimes even participated in, by the clergy left Urban
cold, and Monsignor Renton said some things about the various 'movements'
within the Church that badly needed saying." (149).
Moreover, the distance between narrator and protagonist is sometimes employed
to effect ironic statement. "Nobody preached on opening night, Johnny announcing
that Father Urban begged the people to pray for the success of the mission, since
their prayers were much more powerful than any words of his, after which
came the rosary led by Jack, who had trouble with the mike, and then benediction
by Father Urban wearing a cope by Blaise of Bruges. " (168). The overall effect of
the occasional intrusions of the narrator is that the reader is brought up sharply
and made to realize that the narrator knows more than he is telling about Father
Urban and since the action of the book is limited to those events selected by the
omniscient narrator, the reader is made aware that he is ignorant of a good
portion of Father Urban's life and activities.
The closest thing we have to an extended narration dealing with Urban alone
is in the concluding section, "Dirge." Here in contrast to the rest of the book
we see Urban in a kind of isolation. Having given up his active life, he is no longer
the doer. The question in the minds of other members of the order is no longer
" 'What's he doing?' but 'What's he done?'" He withdraws into himself seeing
few visitors until at the end of the book he becomes an almost pathetic character.
He is a man whose character has largely been defined by the people he knew
and with whom he came in contact. He was a priest who in his own estimation
best realized his potential in his preaching and who saw his apostolate as one
to the rich. Yet that apostolate was a failure. His realization of this is fostered
by Sally Hopwood's charge against him on Belleisle. " 'I mean you're an operatora trained operator like Mrs. Leeson, and an operator in your heart-and I don't
think you have a friend in the world.''' (301). His disappointment is furthered
by his comparison of himself with Lanfranc. "He [Lanfranc] must have operated
with great finesse, for he had got William and Matilda to found two abbeys
by way of penance for their contumacy. " (286). Yet Urban failed with Billy
Cosgrove, Mrs. Thwaites, and Sally.
In the loneliness of his new position of Provincial, Urban is unable to act.
Brought low by his physical condition and humbled by the realization of his
failure to purge others of their contumacy he undergoes a kind of death. His
tragedy is precisely this isolation, this recognition of homelessness. If there is
any hope for Urban, it lies in the fact that although he has made friends with
the mammon of iniquity he himself has not become iniquitous. He has had his
bouts with pride, but never has he become a creature of this world. What he did
was never prompted by motives of personal gain. He has never preached false
doctrine. The spiritual and physical darkness he experiences at the conclusion of
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the book will hopefully give way to a new spiritual dawn. This knowledge of
Urban is derived principally by seeing him in action, by seeing his intentions
realized and sometimes frustrated as he attempts to be in his own way all things
to all men.
The chief circles which intersect with that of Fr. Urban and contribute to the
formation of the main actions of the book are those which represent the Clementine
Order, the diocese of Great Plains, Billy Cosgrove, and the Thwaites. These can,
of course, be subdivided even further. For example, the Order can be grouped
into those in Chicago and those at the Hill; the diocese into those in the Chancery,
at the cathedral, and at St. Monica's ; etc. However the larger divisions will serve
to suggest the way in which the interaction of these groups functions in the
overall unity of the novel.
The Order of st. Clement of Blois, a relatively small order yet large enough
geographically to be divided into two provinces, is undistinguished and lives on
the brink of financial collapse. As a religious order it is somewhere between the
active Jesuits and Dominicans on the one hand and the contemplative Carmelites
and Trappists, for whom Msgr. Renton enjoins Fr. Urban to pray, on the other.
It is an order in the world yet not of the world, an order which ideally by its
commitment to preaching and teaching ought to bridge the gap between the
sacred and the profane. But it is distinguished by neither the intellectual acumen
nor the spirituality of its members. Its continued existence seems to be explainable
only by the emergence from time to time of a champion who is able to win at
least a temporary stability for the order. Such a man is Fr. Urban. But Urban
is not unique, for his character and his ability look backward to Fr. Placidus, who
was responsible for Urban's joining the order-a man of many of the same gifts
that Urban possesses, and forward to a man such as Fr. Siegfried who at the
end of the book bears the same relationship to Urban as the latter had to the
provincial at the beginning of the book. Fr. Siegfried gives every indication of
emerging as the next champion.
As a champion, Fr. Urban must fight two battles. He must conquer and subdue
the world thereby benefitting the Clemen tines and also defeat the enemy within
the order. This enemy Urban sees as the inefficiency, the waste of money, manpower, and energy which hinders the order from achieving all it should in the
world. For the Clemen tines to perform their spiritual function it is necessary
that their temporal operations be perfected or at least improved. But the order
itself seems to have neither the will nor the way to do this; however, Fr. Urban
by moving outside the order and involving it with another circle of society is
able to achieve for the Clementines a certain degree of success. The results of
Fr. Urban's efforts are, of course, felt throughout the order, and as the reader
sees those results, he is conscious of an aspect of the Clemen tines which he sees
only obscurely in the light that Urban's activities shed. What lies in the shadows
is left to the reader's conjecture.
To the intersection of the circles of Urban and the order is added that of the
circle representing Billy Cosgrove. There is in the relationship between Billy,
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Urban, and the order even more left unsaid. Billy is more than an impulsive, moody
benefactor. Although it is rarely shown, there is a spiritual side to him. The initial
contact between him and Urban is made after he has heard Urban preach. The
curious medieval pact made by Billy with the order- the new quarters in exchange for a prayer-suggests at least a recognition of a spiritual dimension on
Billy's part, but it seems to be little more than a recognition of a world apart
from his own, a world he believes he can call upon when he needs it and which
he sees as more properly the legitimate concern of others-he is very understanding
when Urban pleads "Some office to say" to excuse himself from the company
at the resort. However, like everything else the spiritual side of life must be at
his beck and call. He does not allow it to come into his life unbidden. Urban's
refusal to go along with the drowning of the stag is to Billy just such an intrusion.
Prior to that event Urban had believed himself to be in control of the relationship
with Billy and saw himself gently guiding that acquaintance to the point where
it would not be "inconvenient to have a little talk with Billy on the subject of
his personal life. " (285). It is Billy who is in control of the relationship , however.
And if Urban is no Lanfranc, Billy is certainly no William. Billy disappears from
Urban's life just as suddenly as he had entered it and having dispossessed the
Clementines of their location on the near North Side he attempts to give it to
another order, the Dalmatians. Presumably Billy is off on another quest seeking
what he was unable to find with the Clementines, spiritual values which can be
bought.
The relationship with Billy is characterized by material things-the golf course,
the color television, the station wagon, meals at L' Aiglon and the Pump Room.
The relationship between Urban and the diocese of Great Plains is more complex
than that but it too centers around the question of control. Again Urban
misreads the situation and sees himself responsible for the decision of Fr. Smith
to build a new church when actually it had been ordered by the bishop. Further,
his attempt to gain the pastorate of St. Monica's after Fr. Smith's death leads
to an unanticipated response on the part of the bishop. Although spiritual values
are involved and pastoral duties and obligations are in the balance, the contention
between the bishop and Fr. Urban is essentially one involving territory. The tension
between diocese and order, between "dear James" and Urban, is epitomized in the
symbolic golf contest wherein the defeat of Fr. Feld, the bishop 's champion, is
averted by the fortunate (from the Bishop's point of view) accident of Urban being
struck by the bishop's ball. Once again Urban has misjudged the situation. The
bishop, albeit by chance, has retained control and the territorial limits are clearly
established: the diocese is his, St. Clement's Hill the order's. Or so it seems until
the departure of Urban from the Hill to become provincial followed by a visit
by the bishop and Fr. Feld to the Hill on a "friendly" but ominous visit. The simple
outline of Fr. Urban's relationship with the diocese is complicated by an underlying current of resistance on the part of diocesan officials especially Msgr.
Udovic, the Chancellor, to the intended intrusion of Urban and the Clementines
into diocesan affairs. Much of this comes to light through Msgr. Renton who is
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Urban's friend and confessor. Once again it is quite clear that there is a whole
sphere of operations and another set of forces at work which the narrator does
not reveal except as they directly affect Urban and the Clementines.
The two circles-one representing the diocese, the other Billy Cosgrove-each
intersect with the circle representing Urban and with the circle representing the
order but they do not intersect each other. That is, the characters enclosed in the
diocesan circle do not interact with the characters in Billy's circle. Yet the territory
purchased by Billy and made into a golf course by him for the order serves as a
kind of battleground on which the conflict between Urban and the bishop-or the
order and the diocese-is temporarily resolved. A portion of the concerns of
diocese, order, and Billy's world overlap or touch in Urban, and the reader is aware
that this interaction is but a segment of the larger operations of each of the parties
involved. There remains outside this segment a vast terra incognita whose presence
is felt but whose existence is never clearly seen. The relationship between Urban
and the Thwaites ' circle is even more diffuse, for Urban is not sure what sort of
relationship is possible. He makes little headway with Mrs. Thwaites who effectively isolates herself from Urban except when he can be of service to her or her
family, and the result of the proposal to have the Millstone Press publish Dickie
Thwaites' editions of children's classics symbolizes the abortive results of his
efforts with mother and son. The most important event involving the Thwaites
is, of course, the incident at Belleisle with Sally Thwaites Hopwood. But the
answer to why Sally offers herself to Urban lies outside of the scope of the
book in that portion of her life that does not directly impinge upon Urban's
activities. Like Dickie and her mother, Sally is presented as a member of a family
with a past-"The best of a bad lot" Msgr. Renton calls her-but a past that is
only hinted at, never revealed.
Similarly such minor groups as Mr. and Mrs. Zimmerman and their acquaintances
in Ostergothenburg; Chester and Honey Henn and the resort crowd; Ray and
Sylvia Bean; Doctor Percy and his wife; and even the station master at Duesterhaus, Mr. Wacker-all seem to have their stories which remain only partially
told and in some cases untold . They all suggest to the reader that beyond the
relatively simple tale of Fr. Urban lie innumerable other stories waiting to be
told . The reader, therefore, cannot be content to fix his gaze only on Fr. Urban.
Rather his attention is constantly shifting away from the central character to
pursue other developments. "What happened at St. Monica's with Msgr. Udovic
as pastor?" "To whom did Billy Cosgrove go after being rejected by the
Dalmatians?" "What about Ray Bean's billboard campaign?" "Was Mrs. Leeson
better able to manage Mrs. Thwaites than Katie had been?" These and many
more questions remain unanswered as the narrator continually pulls us back to
Fr. Urban.
This baroque unity is further emphasized by the frame in which the story is set.
The brief excerpt from Fr. Urban's sermon which introduces the book and the section called " Overture" along with the concluding section "Dirge" define the limits
of the story. We are then plunged by the narrator in medias res to follow along the
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path of one part of Urban's career. Qualities of epic and romance intermingle
always tempered with and qualified by irony of statement and situation. The
unity is the unity of a circuitous journey. A farther journey on the same road
or journeys down those interesting by-ways passed on the way, in short, those
roads not taken, remain to tantalize the reader. Urban has achieved a kind of
respite if not rest and the story is at an end.
Holy Cross College

FOOTNOTES
J. V. Hagopian, J . F . Powers, Twayne's United States Authors Series, New York, 1968, p. 135.
Hagopian, p. 151.
3 J. F . Powers, Morle D'Urban, New York, 1962, p. 29. All subsequent references will be to
this edition. Page numbers will be cited in the text.
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